abstract: Dorota Brzozowska. Discourse about the end of the world. the poznań Society for the advancement of the arts and Sciences. pl the increased prevalence of discourse concerning the expected end of the world was observed in various countries and manifested in various genres especially in the years 2000 and 2012. Some of the discourse was conducted in a serious manner, whereas other instances included humorous motifs and were used for commercial purposes. the aim of this paper is to take a closer look at the typical motifs prevailing in the discourse concerning the end of the world, with special emphasis on the humorous aspect - both universal and culturespecific. texts found on polish, german, english and Russian websites were analyzed. in the studied material, the end of the world was understood literally and broadly - in terms of extermination of the human race, eschatology -or narrowly, in terms of statistical data concerning the death of a given number of people, or even individually, referring to the imminent ending of each person's particular world. the metaphorical meaning of the end of the world was also used in the sense of "a commotion", "the pressure of business", "a mess, confusion", and "accumulation of problems", referring mostly to the functioning of particular institutions or lack of access to the Internet, or reviving common stereotypes.
introduction
Recent years, and in particular the years 2000 and 2012, have abounded in discourse concerning the expected end of the world. this could be observed in various countries, and was manifested in various genres. all kinds of publications were reissued - from ancient to the most recent - concerning prophecies claiming that by the end of the century or precisely in 2012 the world would be destroyed; new books analyzing the old forecasts were published; disaster films such as 2012 and Melancholia enjoyed enormous popularity; and websites dedicated exclusively to armageddon were created. people were reminded of the dates of the previous expected ends of the world, many of which could be found in history, and which for many people did indeed end tragically, for instance in the case of group suicides committed by various sect members. In different parts of the world people were either lp lVi (1) dorota Brzozowska preparing for the end, or making fun of those who believed in the prophecies. Some parts of the discourse were conducted in a serious manner, whereas others included humorous motifs and were used for commercial purposes.
the objective of this paper is to take a closer look at the typical motifs prevailing in the discourse concerning the end of the world, with special emphasis on the humorous aspect - both universal and culture-specific. to present some of its manifestations, I will use texts found on polish, german, english and Russian websites. this material is quite useful as it is possible to indicate the precise date of its publication on the Internet, and in order to make it comparable, I will use as illustrations selected examples representing a relatively new genre of humorous texts: demotivational posters, also called demotivators. 
Books about the end of the world
an analysis of the titles of recently published books (100 titles of polish and translated books available in domestic Internet bookstores were considered; the Bibliography lists some of them) reveals the key words in the discourse concerning several semantic areas, sometimes overlapping: the time scope : time, times, year, millennium, dates: 2000, 2012, 21.12.2012, end, history, stories. prophecies as this superficial overview of selected titles 2 indicates, discourse concerning the end of the world is filled with a strongly negative charge, even though in the majority of the presented works their rationality as well as the legitimacy of belief in the cataclysm are denied.
one of the mechanisms for criticizing, exposing and overcoming the fear of and belief in a cataclysm was to make fun of it and of those who proclaimed or merely believed in it.
1 a demotivator is a combination of a suggestive drawing or a photo with a commenting caption. Demotivational posters are mostly cynical or ironic. they started out as a parody of the motivational posters present in many (usually american) offices, which were supposed to motivate employees to work harder and achieve their targets. they spread very quickly as commentaries and responses to topical media subjects (piekot 2012; Baran 2012).
2
Such discourse was so popular that it became known as the "2012 phenomenon", "Феномен 2012 года". http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012_phenomenon. (accessed 2013-05-02.) lp lVi (1) 31
Cultural dimensions
In order to properly interpret the texts originating in a particular culture, we should take into consideration not only the context of their occurrence, but also the characteristics of the culture itself, e.g. the cultural dimensions that can be discerned in it. Cultural dimensions are "orientations covering the ways in which human beings deal with each other, a different way in which societies look at time and the attitude of the culture to the environment" (trompenaars & hampden-turner 2002: 21) .
3 if we treat these as a starting point for the interpretation of discourse concerning the end of the world by particular recipients, we can notice that the most significant dimension here will be uncertainty tolerance versus uncertainty avoidance. all those for whom the unknown is perceived as dangerous will at all costs attempt to guess and foresee what awaits them, so that they can get ready for all eventualities. Such people will be more inclined to make projections about the future, but they will also be more afraid of the future than those who await changes as something interesting. another dimension - neutrality versus emotionality - is also of importance here. More emotional people will more easily succumb to panic, or at least demonstrate it more frequently.
Control of nature versus harmony with nature is a dimension best visible in discourse concerning the causes and consequences of cataclysms related in particular to the elements which are beyond human control. people assuming that man should submit to nature will more easily accept the fact of the world's end as a natural course of events. those who want to be rulers of the world realize that they do not have influence over everything - for example, they cannot prevent meteorites from falling - and this makes them more frustrated, but they will also try to protect themselves from extermination to the last moment, for example by making reserves of food, or building and furnishing shelters.
another dimension present in the analyzed discourse is universalism versus particularism. Some of those commenting on information concerning the end of the world state that it is not important when the world will end for everybody, it is important when it will end "for me" - and this may happen at any time and it does not necessarily have to be spectacular. time perception and Monochronic versus polychronic approaches are also of fundamental significance with regard to a prophecy, since it is embedded in time - it is an attempt to grasp the future by drawing conclusions from the present. hence we see all kinds of interpretation of signs, observing and attributing them to some previously heralded facts; this category includes, for instance, the fears based on nostradamus's prophecies that a black pope will be the last one and then the world will end, and the interpretation of the unexpected abdication of Benedict XVI accompanied by a series of lightning strikes on the Vatican as a harbinger of the election of the last pope. Mockery of the prophecy of the end of the world also referred to the time dimension, where people asked at what time or according to which time zone it would take place.
lp lVi (1) dorota Brzozowska In publications, polemics were also engaged in by representatives of two interpretative options: low versus high Context. the former claim that all prophecies should be understood literally, the latter that they simply lead us to a more oblique reality. thus, from the moment the prophecies referring to the Mayan calendar appeared, experts in the Mayan culture attempted to convince us that what was meant was only a symbol of the end of a particular epoch, and not necessarily a total extermination. those who understand the world in a low context manner were obviously not convinced by such explanations. the religious attitude of those taking part in the discussion was of some importance too, as some felt closer to secular prophecies, and others to religious ones. the Christian belief based on St. Matthew's gospel: "watch therefore, for ye know neither the day nor the hour wherein the Son of man cometh" (Mt 25:13) prevented some people from trusting any specific dates of the end of the world. Depending on particular religions, this vision was either pessimistic or optimistic - awaiting the parousia as the second coming of Christ may be understood as awaiting the victory of good and the final defeat of evil in the world.
Depending on the ideas professed, there are various causes of the end of the worldman himself, or external forces, such as nature or god. all of these attitudes and dimensions can be found in the analyzed material which will be described in this paper.
internet material
the scale and scope of the issues discussed were considerable. this can be proved by the wealth of theories concerning the end of the world. a very well prepared and systematic list of these theories can be found on the websites created especially for this subject matter. one of the sites, in german, is entirely dedicated to these issues and comprises a detailed analysis of 26 theories:
( 5 "Doomsday prophecy" the class teacher describes to the school children the Doomsday on 21 December 2012: "the Storm will sweep away roofs, rivers will flood and thunders and lightning will befall to the world!" one of the children asks: "will we need to have lessons at such awful weather?" on various websites, including polish ones, comments reminding people of the previous prophecies which did not come true were typical: the article describes five previous dates of supposed ends of the world (e.g. 31 December 999 - when new Year's eve parties started; 1 January 2000 -connected with the fear of the so-called Millennium Bug), and seven dates in the future (e.g. 2060 - calculated by Isaac newton based on his interpretation of the Bible, or a time in 10 sexdecillion years when according to astronomers' predictions, the heat death of the universe may take place). 6 the prophecies were taken seriously much earlier in fear of potential suicides: 6 http://www.tvn24.pl/ciekawostki-michalki,5/koniec-swiata-21-grudnia-juz-kilka-armagedonowprzezylismy, 294485.html. (accessed 2012-12-20.) 7 http://www.tvn24.pl/wiadomosci-ze-swiata,2/apokalipsa-w-2012-roku-fala-samobojstw-alarm-wefrancji, 175197.html. (accessed 2011-06-19.) lp lVi (1) dorota Brzozowska Discourse concerning the end of the world brought about actual preventive or preparatory activities. these are reflected in titles presenting information concerning various places, usually little picturesque villages located at the foot of a mountain or hill, in which one can safely wait out the end of the world: (5) A new place for the end of the world. Indicated by a Yogi.
8
A quiet Turkish village besieged for "the end of the world" 9 the local authorities' and population's reactions varied from joy resulting from the expected influx of tourists and related profits to actions aiming at discouraging any potential visitors. Restaurant and pub owners in various parts of the world encouraged people to make reservations for a table in order to have an apocalyptic meal or drink.
the following headlines show that there were also some preparatory actions of a different nature: advice given in articles of the type: "12 things to do before the end of the world" was in a similar mood:
"Hunt" for an attractive person with whom you would not be able to live your entire life and marry him/her for just a bit longer than a week.
15
Various companies tried to profit from the prophecies concerning the end of the world, using the motif in advertisements for their products both before and after 21 December 2012. In poland, the most famous advertisement was presented by toyota in its humorous campaign promoting sales of its 2012 car models, originally with the slogan: (10) "There will be no end of the world", which was later changed to: "There was no end of the world, so buy a car for a long time".
16
journalists also reported on the numerous ridiculing texts on the Internet:
The Internet 
'the end of the world
Moving festival'
http://demotywatory.pl. (accessed 2012-12.23.) lp lVi (1) 
Conclusions
Summing up the linguistic and cultural images emerging from the discourse about the end of the world, we should underline its multidimensionality, connected with the wealth of genres in which it was presented, both in a bona fide manner (e.g. press commentaries, radio programs, scientific papers in astronomy, history, meteorology and psychology concerning such phenomena as planetary movement, global warming, group suicides, etc.) and in a non bona fide manner (e.g. funny advertisements, funny drawings, linguistic jokes, amusing comments and demotivators). the expected end of the world was commented on long before the critical date, and when nothing happened, the reasons why were analyzed, and almost immediately considerations were made concerning the next end of the world.
Four keynotes can be distinguished among the humorous themes. one of them is the political theme, set in the reality of each country, and usually of local scope. the three remaining keynotes are related to events publicized simultaneously in many countries. the end of the Mayan calendar, fear of a celestial object hitting the earth confirmed by a meteorite rain in Russia, and a strong religious motif are all of this type. the religious motif referred to the Bible, and in particular to the apocalypse, as described in the new testament. It intensified, particularly in Catholic countries, after the events initiated by the unexpected abdication of the pope. the aspects most intensely commented upon were the lightning strikes of the Vatican, as well as hope for the prophecy concerning the election of a black pope coming true. the end of the world was understood literally and broadly - in terms of extermination of the human race, eschatology -or narrowly, in terms of statistical data concerning the death of a given number of people, or even individually, reminding people that everyone will die one day and one's individual world will end then. the metaphorical meaning of the end of the world was also used in the sense of "a commotion", "the pressure of business", "a mess, confusion", "accumulation of problems", referring mostly to the functioning of particular institutions, or the absence of access to the Internet, or sporadically reviving common stereotypes concerning women, through joking that the tragedies affecting them is expressed by the statement: "I have nothing to wear." after the critical date, when no terminal events took place, the discourse concerning the end of the world gradually started to become blurred with other issues. For some time two types of comments continued to appear: optimistic ones - since we have survived, it will only get better now and nothing is frightening anymore -, and pessimistic ones - "this world is so hopeless that it is not even capable of coming to an end." Simultaneously, however, new futuristic discourse concerning the end germinated, and people started searching for new dates, along with deliberations concerning when and if the end will actually take place. thus in the eschatological discourse itself, the assumption that the end is perceived as the beginning of something new, as a new birth, becomes clearly visible. By nature, scientists have a low level of fear of the unknown - this motivates them and enhances their willingness to learn more. In the scientific world, the continuity of thought and the ability to sow the seeds of curiosity - transmitting knowledge and analytical competencies, the ability to stimulate intellectually and to leave a trace in other people's minds - are of importance as well. let me express my gratitude to the esteemed professor celebrating her anniversary by assuring her of my fond memories of her. let the statement that the end is the beginning, that new things are interesting, that everything changes, but nothing really ends, provide the form of my wishes: Many more years of creative work and happy Birthday, dear professor!
